Brigham Young University

BYU ScholarsArchive
FHSS Mentored Research Conference

Family, Home, and Social Sciences

2010-04-01

The Realty of Inequality
Aimee Farnsworth
Valerie Hudson

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/fhssconference_studentpub
Part of the Political Science Commons

The Annual Mary Lou Fulton Mentored Research Conference showcases some of the best
student research from the College of Family, Home, and Social Sciences. The mentored learning
program encourages undergraduate students to participate in hands-on and practical research
under the direction of a faculty member. Students create these posters as an aide in presenting
the results of their research to the public, faculty, and their peers.

BYU ScholarsArchive Citation
Farnsworth, Aimee and Hudson, Valerie, "The Realty of Inequality" (2010). FHSS Mentored Research
Conference. 248.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/fhssconference_studentpub/248

This is brought to you for free and open access by the Family, Home, and Social Sciences at BYU ScholarsArchive.
It has been accepted for inclusion in FHSS Mentored Research Conference by an authorized administrator of BYU
ScholarsArchive. For more information, please contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

THE REALTY OF INEQUALITY
A Cross-national Survey of Women’s Property Rights
A Preliminary Investigation by Aimee Farnsworth
Advised by Dr. Valerie M. Hudson
Department of Political Science
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Although women’s property and inheritance rights are recognized in international law, women in
many countries still lack the ability to own or inherit property, either by law or by the trumping of
law in practice. The increasing number of women as heads of household who are in critical need
of land and property for economic security is a particular concern in the developing world, and a
major factor for the progress of the United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals (United
Nations 2009).
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Even where laws are present, the rift between property rights and actual ownership is immense.
Discrepancies between statutory and customary law as well as a multitude of diverse socio-cultural
practices serve to confound women’s access to property in many regions of the world (Deere &
Leon 2001). Because gender issues traverse virtually all aspects of culture, researchers have found
that, among other things, property plays a central role concerning women’s vulnerability to HIV and
AIDS as well as domestic violence (Gable et al. 2007, 136). For example, the loss of property upon
divorce or widowhood may force a woman with HIV into unsanitary living conditions, which can
undermine her health significantly. In some cases, women with no property or job prospects may
resort to sex work to support themselves, increasing their risk of contracting and spreading HIV.
Unequal property rights can also weaken a married woman’s bargaining power within her
relationship, increasing her risk of HIV infection because she cannot negotiate safer sex (Gable et
al. 2007, 136).
Because property ownership is directly related to women’s bargaining power within the
household and community, the need to explore gendered access to property within cultural and
social systems is imperative (Patel 2007). As a cross-national survey of women’s property rights has
never been performed, this project has the potential to make a very important contribution to the
fields of gender studies and international development.
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DATA AND RESULTS
This project specifically addresses land law, which is merely one aspect of women’s
property rights. The tables on this poster represent five different world regions and twenty
five countries, indicating the percentage of women landowners in each of the respective
countries studied. The tables also specify the results of a content analysis of legal texts
concerning land law, with the intent of discovering discrepancies stated both explicitly and
implicitly, as well as identifying special measures to advance women. Below the tables is a
key identifying the acronyms cited; where two or more acronyms are cited for one country,
they refer to different aspects of relevant legislation and/or to a gap between law and
practice. I have yet to perform an analysis and comparison of customary law, which clearly
affects the actual implementation of statutory law in most cases, and may explain much of
the variation between countries. Because data on the percentages of landholding women is
scarce, the percentages in the tables are the most current numbers available, and range from
two to ten years old. Data for the tables was collected from the Gender and Land Rights
Database of the Food and Agricultural Organization* (FOA) of the United Nations (2010)
and from BYU’s WomanStats Project Database (2010).

CONCLUSION
While this is only a preliminary investigation, in the future, I hope to be able to point out
similarities, differences and anomalies in both codified law and practice throughout many
more countries, and identify areas for future reform. Preparing and sharing the information
collected on this subject will be a service not only to women, but to their families and the
societies in which they live. When gender inequality is recognized and combated, families and
societies will flourish, and from new research may stem new and creative solutions to issues
regarding women. It is my hope that my research results will help to inform the world’s
leaders, governments, policymakers, and activists so that policy as well as practice may be
improved.
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